Several journals have recently published surveys of the TiO~2~ pigment industry. 'CW' notes that the US industry's inventories increased by 20,000 tonnes in April and rose still further in May, passing the 160,000 tonnes mark, representing nearly 40 days' output. At the end of last year, US producer inventories represented only just over 34 days' output. The reason for the build-up is generally believed to be weak demand from the architectural paints sector. 'CMR' mentions "poor weather and a lengthy economic slump" as contributory factors. After a reasonably healthy start to the year, some suppliers had been anticipating a 10% increase in US demand in the second quarter, according to 'CW', but the upturn failed to materialise.

In January 2003, DuPont, Millennium and Kerr-McGee posted price increases of \$0.06 per pound for TiO~2~ pigment destined for US customers in all industries other than the paper industry. (See also 'Focus on Pigments', Jan 2003, 3). In fact, 'CW' reports that prices increased by only \$0.03 per pound during 1Q 2003 and they have subsequently stagnated. 'CMR' reports the average level of realised prices in the US at \$0.86--0.89 per pound (equivalent to \$1895--1960) in mid-2003.

Onwards from May/June, producers have trimmed back on their plant operating rates --- from 95% to 90% --- in order to curb the excessive build-up in inventories. According to 'CMR', Kerr-McGee is fairly bullish about the industry's prospects. The company reported TiO~2~ sales volume for 2Q 2003 as 10% higher than in 1Q 2003, but 6% down on the very healthy level of sales attained in 2Q 2002. For 3Q, the company expects prices to stay close to the current level, with volumes rising slightly and operating rates staying above 90%. Another 'CMR' source is much more pessimistic, saying US consumption is down by 11%, compared against the first six months of 2002. This source also stated that TiO~2~ pigment demand is weak in Japan, but strong in the rest of Asia/Pacific, while demand in European markets overall is down by more than 11%. Prices for TiO~2~ pigment in Europe are currently of the order of \$2120--2180, according to 'CMR'.

Meanwhile, 'ACN' reports that demand in China, Taiwan, Hong Kong and Singapore fell by 15--20%, comparing May/June against March/April because of the outbreak of severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS), which dented general consumer confidence. Now that the disease has been brought under control, TiO~2~ pigment demand is expected to recover. Suppliers to the major Asian TiO~2~ markets held their prices more or less unchanged from the second to the third quarter. They might attempt to implement price increases in 4Q 2003.

'ACN' notes that China has displaced Japan as the biggest TiO~2~ importer in the Asia/Pacific region. This is certainly true, but the industry data cited by 'ACN' is less credible. 'ACN' estimates global consumption in 2002 as 3.8 M tonnes, with global nameplate capacity at 4 M tonnes/y. Artikol estimates global consumption at just under 4.3 M tonnes for 2002, with global effective capacity for 2002 at 4.76 M tonnes/y. 'ACN' estimates China's consumption at only 250,000--300,000 tonnes in 2002, of which 100,000 tonnes was covered by imports. Artikol records China's imports for 2002 as totalling 183,000 tonnes, while China's consumption exceeded 400,000 tonnes/y. 'ACN' is forecasting double-digit percentage year-on-year growth rates for China related to fervent demand from the building industry. Meanwhile, 'ACN' forecasts Japanese TiO~2~ demand as increasing by only 0.5--1.0% per annum.

The Middle East has emerged as a significant market region in its own right, with Cristal's 92,000 tonnes/y plant in Saudi Arabia as the only indigenous supplier. However, all the major multinational suppliers are keen to gain a prominent position in this region. Effective 1 August 2003, DuPont declared that it would be raising prices to customers in this region by \$100 per tonne. Other suppliers are expected to follow suit.
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